Rural Development Report

PRIORITY MATTERS FOR COUNCIL CONSIDERATION 

1) REPS 4

· At the Teagasc REPS Conference in Ballinasloe recently IFA criticised the Department of Agriculture for the delay in coming forward with the new scheme to replace for farmers who will be leaving REPS 3 over the next 2 years.

· IFA has rejected the allocation of €179m over the next 4 years for a new Agri-Environmental scheme as woefully inadequate.

· IFA has already clearly spelt out the requirement that any new scheme must deliver payment rates equivalent to those that farmers expected under the REPS 4 scheme prior to it’s closure.

· IFA has rejected the menu type system as envisaged by Minister Smith.  The whole farm approach, which was a feature of REPS, must be continued and the EU Commission at a recent meeting confirmed that Ireland could continue to use a whole farm approach.

· IFAs campaign on the REPS 4 is continuing and will be maintained right up to the 2010 Budget in December to ensure significant funding for the scheme in 2010.

· IFA estimate that up to 10,000 farmers will finish REPS 3 prior to the 15th May 2010 deadline.  A further 23,000 farmers will complete their REPS 3 plans in 2011 and 2012.  

· IFAs' submission on an alternative to the McCarthy strategy is seeking an allocation for REPS that will allow over 60,000 farmers to secure payment levels that they expected would be available up and to the end of 2013.  This coincides with Ireland’s Rural Development Plan, which had been agreed with the EU Commission in 2006.

· Processing of farmers who joined REPS 4 in 2009 (17,000 farmers) is ongoing and IFA is strongly pressing for payments to be made (first 75%) at the end of October/early November with the remaining 25% to be paid in mid-December.

· In total up to €144m of REPS 4 payments can be made before the end of the year.  However it is expected that some payments will carry forward to early January, as there is inadequate funding to pay all farmers including REPS 3 payments, which are due before the end of the year.  

· REPS 3 payments are continuing to be made and it is estimated that around €200m has been paid out so far this year which includes €56m of a carry-over of REPS 4 payments which should be made in 2008.

· 1,600 farmers who joined REPS 4 between the 15th May and the 9th July are not due a payment this year as there plans will commence on the 1st January 2010 with payments being made towards the end of 2010.

· The allocation for REPS this year is €330m.  IFA had strongly indicated after the April Emergency Budget that this funding was totally inadequate and the problem had been exacerbated by the delay in payments to farmers who joined REPS 4 in 2008.

· IFAs campaign will focus on an adequately funded REPS scheme up to 2014 and must be in a position to cater for over 60,000 farmers.  In IFAs submission to the Government an allocation of €375m is deemed necessary to cater for this number of farmers and includes modulated funds.

2) Disadvantaged Area Payments

· The payment of Disadvantaged Areas worth €209m has now been made to around 94,000 farmers.

· The remaining 6,000 farmers are being held up due to the minimum stocking requirement and Area Aid problem.

·  IFA is advising farmers who have a query in relation to the minimum stocking level to respond without delay.  Farmers who have commonages and who don’t meet the minimum-stocking requirement of 0.15lu/ha. have a derogation based upon the framework plan.

· To meet the minimum stocking requirement a farmer has to have the 0.15lu/ha for 3 consecutive months.  

· IFA has also called for the reversal of the €34m cut imposed in last October’s Budget.  This cut has hit 34,000 farmers losing up to over €1,000.  This cut has been imposed on the back of the most severe income crisis to hit farmers in the last 25 years.

· The Minister for Agriculture has also indicated that he plans to take €25m of national funding out of the Disadvantaged Areas.  If he proceeds with this proposal it will lead to a reduction of 11.5% in payment rates for 2010.  IFA has strongly criticised this proposal, as it is a further attack on the incomes of over 100,000 farmers who are very dependent on these payments for survival.  The allocation for the Disadvantaged Areas in 2010 will be decided in the Book of Estimates but the fact that the Minister has signalled that he is moving some money out of the scheme effectively means that the situation is very uncertain for next year’s allocation to the scheme.

· In IFAs submission to the Government an allocation of €254m is being sought which is the full reversal of the cut imposed in last October’s Budget.

3) New Grant Aided Scheme

· 
IFA has had discussions with the Department of Agriculture on new investment schemes, which are being introduced in 2010 funded through the European Economic Recovery Fund and EU Rural Development funding.  

· 
The new schemes being introduced between 2010 and 2013 include Dairy Equipment Scheme (€45m), Sheep Fencing/Mobile Handling Equipment (€8m), Loose House Sow Welfare Scheme (€30m), Poultry Cage Compensation Scheme (€16m), Water Harvesting/Conversion (€8m), Willow Miscanthus Bioenergy Scheme (€20m), Central Milk Testing (€1m) and Rural Broadband.  IFA has raised concern in relation to the allocation of funding to the above schemes.  The Department have pointed out that the allocations are only indicative and IFA will be ensuring that the schemes have maximum impact on farms.  

· 
The funding for these schemes in 2010 will be set out in the Book of Estimates and IFA is looking for an early start-up date.

4) Early Retirement Scheme

· Up to the closure date of the 30th October last 175 hardship cases had applied for ERS. 

· The Department have indicated to IFA that all the applications are now being examined with a view to determining those that are eligible.

· IFA will be meeting the Department shortly to ensure that all farmers who were denied ERS following the October 2008 Budget receive pension.    

· €1m is allocated to this scheme and IFA has requested that all successful applications be paid from the 1st November 2008.

5) Disadvantaged Areas Review

· The review of Disadvantaged Areas under natural handicap criteria to apply from 2014 is ongoing at a technical level.  At the last IFA Rural Development Committee, which was attended by Paud Evans of the Department of Agriculture it was agreed that the protection of all existing areas must be a priority.

6) Farm Waste Management

· By the end of October, 17,220 farmers have now been paid their first 40% tranche of grant aid totalling €242m.  It is estimated that about a further 200 farmers have yet to be paid and these are delayed due to problems with the files which include in some instances disputes with contractors and also some building specification issues.  

· IFA has secured a commitment from the Minister of Agriculture that the next 40% payment will be made in early January 2010. 

OTHER ISSUES

7) FIS

· An extra €15m was secured for FIS.  €23m has now been paid out in 2009.  

8) Farm Assist


· IFA has again got confirmation that current income assessment is taken into account in the assessment for Farm Assist.  There are now nearly 9,000 farmers on Farm Assist reflecting the low-income position of many farmers.
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